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Abstract 
More people are displaced from their homes now than ever before. The refugee figures, after being stable for several 
years are going up steeply, driven by the crisis in Syria, South Sudan and CAR.  Internal displacement caused by 
conflict and disasters is at a record high. In this disturbing context it is imperative that humanitarian, development 
and displacement organizations adapt to solutions that can increase the resilience of vulnerable populations 
preventing further displacement. 
 
As a relatively new concept to the humanitarian community resilience requires further clarity and definition 
although there are tantalizing glimpses that suggest resilience may be achievable.  Working with displaced 
communities in Somalia, NRC is undertaking as lead in a consortia a pilot program that responds to vulnerability 
and displacement through building resilience generating data and learning to inform the on-going debate particularly 
its relevance to the humanitarian community. 
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The Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC), Norway’s largest humanitarian organization and the 5th largest in the 
World, operates in 24 countries delivering humanitarian assistance and protection to people displaced by conflict, 
violence or disasters.  Its programmes are built on five core competencies operating in the disciplines of shelter, 
water sanitation and hygiene, education, legal assistance and food security responding to the primary needs of 
vulnerable and displaced populations.  NRC manages a roster of experts who are deployed to support governments 
and international agencies, including experts on resilience and resilience themed activities.  Understanding the 
global context of resilience and how ultimately policy will drive practice, NRC advocates extensively to 
governments and decision making bodies to ensure that displacement remains included in the resilience discourse. 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier B.V. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/).
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1. What is resilience? 
 
There is not yet single definition of resilience in the humanitarian context and the development of the concept 
remains an on-going debate across many arenas. (Sudmeir, 2014) 
 
According to the United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR), the ‘resilience of a 
community in respect to potential hazardous events is determined by the degree to which the community has the 
necessary resources and is capable of organising itself both prior to and during times of need’.  There is an implicit 
suggestion here about recognizing transformative ability and the term ‘bounce back’ has been coined, or even more 
positively ‘bounce forward’. (Manyena, 2011) 
 
While working for the rights of displaced people, NRC often work in the “early recovery phase”, during the 
transition from humanitarian assistance to development programming. Due to the differing mandates of 
humanitarian and development organisations, as well as gaps in funding available for critical activities in this in-
between period, NRC often see the required assistance and protection not being provided and the resilience of 
displaced people deteriorates even further than that observed during the peak of the crisis. Experience shows that 
effective humanitarian response save lives, protect rights and safeguard livelihoods of displaced people.  However it 
is not enough to save lives, people also need to live their lives, and to secure this preparedness is a critical enabler 
for effective response, in particular in terms of timeliness, efficacy and cost efficiency. To this end, the concept of 
‘bounce back or bounce forward’ remains a tangible but elusive characteristic and one that NRC needs to respond 
to. 
 
2. Resilience and displacement 
 
In their study “On the margin - From displacement to solutions, a conceptual study on the internal displacement of 
pastoralists” (Caterina and Schrepfer 2014) discuss the relationship between resilience and displacement, and 
propose this formula to understand how displacement and resilience are interconnected:  
 
Displacement = hazards (causes + drivers) + vulnerability 
Capacity + innovation 
 
While studying displacement amongst pastoralists in Northern Kenya they found that resilience decreases and 
displacement risks increases with every shock and stress e.g. drought, violence, poverty, etc. a pastoralist 
community is exposed to. 
 
“The resilience of a pastoralist community affected by chronic poverty in a country with fragile institutions will 
already be low and will decrease further in times of drought. If the same community is then affected by conflict over 
scarce resources as a result of the drought, or by unrelated cattle rustling, it will become even less resilient. As 
such, an exclusive drought or conflict response will inevitably have shortfalls. Understanding this multi-causality 
requires a move away from the siloed approach to analysing risk, policymaking and programme design. Responding 
to one set of causes will be ineffective and unsustainable. The innovation of the resilience framework is to unite two 
different institutional set-ups and schools of thought, planning, and response; one for disasters and one for conflict 
from both a humanitarian and development perspective” (Caterina and Schrepfer 2014). 
 
Humanitarian assistance and development programs targeting populations can reverse permanently, or temporarily, 
the decline in a communities’ resilience that displacement leads to.  Human rights provide a relevant framework to 
understand the interconnection between displacement and resilience since rights can guide the design, planning and 
implementation of projects to increase resilience by reversing impoverishment risks. A resilience based response to 
displacement requires longer planning and funding cycles than the up to one year we observe in many humanitarian 
situations.  
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3. What is displacement? 
 
Displaced people are those who are forced or obliged to flee or leave their homes.  Displacement reduces resilience, 
increases vulnerability, and serves ultimately to exacerbate the impact of shocks.  Whether from conflict, disasters 
or a combination of both the impact of displacement on people can have resounding and far reaching consequences.   
 
The displacement risk associated with disasters and the effects of climate change can be mitigated through building 
community-based resilience, reducing disaster risk, adapting to climate change impacts, and ensuring the human 
rights of especially the most vulnerable populations are protected. Any approach to addressing displacement 
situations should recognise their multiple and inter-related causes and impacts, which include armed conflict and 
generalized violence.  
 
4. Vulnerability and resilience 
 
Discussions range over whether there is or is not a relationship between vulnerability and resilience (Sudmeir, 2014) 
and it presents an interesting component to the dialogue presented in this paper. There is a perception that vulnerable 
communities are less resilient.  This is not necessarily the case.  A vulnerable community is one in which the 
capacity to preserve the structure of that community is compromised by the risk or shock whilst a resilient 
community is one that can absorb the shock and recover.  A resilient community may have adapted themselves well 
to living in marginal land, resilience is present in the livelihoods they practice and in the structures within which 
they live.  Institutionally they are likely to possess a deep and practical knowledge of the risks that exist within their 
society and surroundings.  Vulnerability is a product of susceptibility (UNISDR) whilst resilience is a product of the 
capacity to absorb, amongst others.   
 
Resilience and displacement are interrelated as are displacement and vulnerability.  Often, displacement itself is a 
coping strategy so that low levels of resilience could be linked to higher levels of displacement – the contingency is 
exhausted by the displacement activity.  Although this is not always the case and displacement can also have 
beneficial effects.    
 
5. Humanitarian agencies and intervention 
 
In the face of an emergency, humanitarian organisations are regarded as key in addressing the immediate issues of 
vulnerability.  However the intervention itself is finite, dependent on financial resource, access, political will and so 
on.  It is all too often focused on a short term response that does not necessarily view the long term impact, the all-
important move to sustainable solutions.   
 
Complexities associated with displacement arguably increase as a consequence of the period of time over which 
displacement has occurred against the frequency of displacement events.  Within the latter group information within 
the humanitarian community on how coping strategies are modified to take into account the impacts of multiple 
displacement are poorly understood – the continued loss of physical assets, the erosion of social structure and 
community leadership, psychological damage and the removal of education, the impact on the more vulnerable 
members of the community.  Evidence suggests that coping strategies change over time, people adapting themselves 
to a constantly changing environment which adds a new dimension to the definition and measurement of resilience. 
 
6. Addressing resilience in resilience programming 
 
NRC is currently debating internally the definition of resilience and indeed whether it can be defined, or should be.  
This draws on the systemized approaches for defining vulnerability (Birkmann, 2006) which are used widely and to 
great effect when understanding the types and place (geographically, socially and temporally) of intervention that 
would bring greatest impact in the face of an emergency.  There is certainly benefit in aligning resilience so that it 
can fit into this type of assessment not least in recognizing the urgent need for relevant information in the face of an 
emergency, however the point of resilience is in creating a ‘bounce forward’ effect and therefore a need to 
understand more of the points of flexibility (contingency) as opposed to vulnerability.  Ultimately the aim is to 
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create a system that can absorb a shock with the greatest level of efficiency and the least level of impact.  Defining 
resilience therefore needs to understand and respond to these input characteristics.  
 
To the purpose of this paper, at the conceptual level, resilience can be defined as either a process or a set of 
characteristics.  The conceptualisation of resilience as a process involves breaking down a shock into component 
parts (either temporally or causally). Each component part is analysed and supported through resilience 
programming. This approach to resilience views shocks as single, isolated incidents, and views recovery as a return 
to a steady-state. If resilience is defined as a set of characteristics, then the concept becomes much broader and more 
flexible. 
  
This second approach; resilience as a set of characteristics, is the approach chosen by the consortium assessed in this 
paper. (Bahadur et al, 2010) 
 
In South and Central Somalia, the concept of a steady state is less relevant than in other contexts. South and Central 
Somalia has been ‘in crisis’ for over 20 years; it is close to impossible to return to a ‘steady state’ that was last 
achieved 20 years ago, and equally, it is undesirable for NGOs to set a target ‘steady state’ for Somali communities 
today. Somali communities have, however, showed strong capacity to withstand and adapt to shocks; evidence of 
this includes the development of innovative money transfer systems, the quick adaptation to mobile technology and 
the growth of a variety of grassroots businesses.  
 
7. Resilience and displacement – finding correlations 
 
Resilient communities, households and individuals are better able to withstand shocks and stresses, such as natural 
hazard events, conflicts and other factors that may affect their lives and livelihoods.  Due to the fact that resilient 
groups and individuals are less vulnerable to these factors, they may not experience displacement as a result of 
them; and if they do experience displacement, they may achieve a solution to their displacement quickly and without 
substantial losses to their social networks, financial and physical assets or general well-being.  
 
Viewed from another angle, vulnerable communities, households and individuals lack the capacity to withstand 
shocks. They lack resilience. Displacement is both a consequence of this vulnerability and it can be a cause of future 
vulnerability. In fact, the relationship between resilience and displacement is complex and nuanced. In fact, the level 
of resilience is linked to the probability of displacement. At the same time, displacement has an impact (positive or 
negative) on resilience. According to Adger  (Adger, 2000) ‘in the face of significant external stress population 
displacement is often an indicator of the breakdown of social resilience’. An indirect correlation is clearly 
configured: displacement is a short-term adjustment and adaptation to shocks, which is applied when local resilience 
options fail. In this context, displacement might be considered as a lucrative opportunity, as moving elsewhere 
might lead to an increased flow of resources. For instance, in South and Central Somalia 54% of household 
experienced displacement, for escaping conflict and/or for economic reasons.    
 
The correlation between displacement and resilience appears to be negative. It appears reasonable to generalize 
Adger’s statement on famine: ‘[displacement] usually involuntary and almost invariably lead to a different 
subsequent state of vulnerability to future famine situations’. One of the reasons is that vulnerable people are 
physically, socially and emotionally reliant on family and community support structures. While such networks are 
normally considered to be assets, they can be significantly weakened by displacement (Turnbell et al 2013). This 
idea is widely accepted by the humanitarian community. For instance, Mercy Corps and Tango International include 
displacement among the most distressful coping strategies (Mercy Corps, 2013). This fact seems to be corroborated 
by empirical observations.  
 
Therefore, when people are forced to flee their homes, especially when forced to do so quickly, they often take only 
what they can carry, leaving behind valuable productive assets. Displacement also disrupts social networks and 
other social safety nets. Thus, when people find themselves in a situation of displacement in which they are cut off 
from social, physical and financial assets as well as viable livelihood opportunities, they are highly vulnerable. This 
makes them susceptible to future shocks, which can trigger cyclical or repeated displacement; something NRC has 
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witnessed in the DRC, Somalia and elsewhere.  
 
These displacement and vulnerability patterns can become entrenched.  NRC is using ‘innovative’ approaches to 
transform these “vicious cycles” into “virtuous cycles” by using system dynamics models to identify high-leverage 
intervention points through which to inform and then build on resilience. The development and application of these 
models is an iterative process: NRC and its partners will build prototype models that will be used to guide data 
collection and so help to further define resilience and its relationship with displacement and ultimately future 
interventions. The newly collected data and learning from interventions will be fed back into the model in order to 
revise it and to make it more precise and useful for designing additional interventions. In addition, the modeling 
produces a common visual and mental model of the displacement dynamics; this is useful for building consensus 
and coordinating efforts among a plethora of actors: it provides a means for those working on resilience to design, 
simulate and then test their interventions so that they reinforce rather than undermine one another. 
 
This is an exciting concept fundamentally supporting the view that pre-shock intervention i.e. building resilience to 
shocks rather than responding post shocks supports the ‘bouncing forward’ mechanism that seems to represent the 
ideal.  Of course, it also builds on the knowledge that is accumulated from exposure to shocks (a not insignificant 
characteristics of a resilient system as detailed by Badahur et al, 2010).   
 
8. NRC and BRCiS an introduction – developing resilience ‘on the ground’. 
 
NRC as a lead for a consortia of agencies, has developed a pilot programme that strives to understand resilience in 
the community and so aid in the process of defining resilience.  This study in Somalia aims fundamentally to 
enhance the resilience of households and communities, a requirement of the donor, DFID.  
  
Referred to by the acronym the ‘BRCiS’ (Building Resilience in Communities in 
Somalia) and currently being conducted in South and  Central Somalia, it first of all 
has proved that displaced households are stressed in the areas of financial 
contingency and food security, whilst simultaneously facing a constant threat of 
eviction from their households principally as a result of possessing a low asset base 
with very limited opportunities for income generation.  Multiple points of weakness 
that erode the contingency and impact on resilience.  Displacement has become a 
coping strategies in order to restore some contingency.  
   
However, in most cases, displacement has not only disrupted their livelihoods but 
also, to a significant extent, their social support system, a not insignificant 
component in assuring resilient systems.  In other cases though, displacement can 
be inscribed in larger household coping strategies as a means of reducing economic 
strain on the rural household. The research is showing that displacement can 
destabilize kinship ties and negatively affect the social support system (BRCiS, 
2014).  
 
As the movement of the population is first determined by other reasons other than economic ones, the question on 
the viability of livelihood, the capacity for the environment to absorb influx of a new population, and the population 
capacity to adapt to the economic environment, is a pressing point for assessment in order to better appreciate a 
comparison of the level of inputs needed versus the outputs and the risk of failure’. 
 
9. The approach: a theoretical framework 
 
South and Central Somalia is still recovering from the shock of the 2011 famine. This recovery is in the context of 
protracted conflict, massive displacement, vulnerability to the increasing risks of natural hazards, poor to no primary 
services in many areas and a barely functioning central government. According to the Food Security and Nutrition 
Analysis Unit (FSNAU), an estimated 1 million people are in crisis, which is approximately 13% of the population.  
 
SOMALIA: NRC\Concern\SCI\IRC\CESVI Consortium MAP 
PROGRAMME: Building Resilient Communities in Somalia (BRCiS) 
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To compound the situation and adding a dimension to the resilience agenda, the impacts of climate change and the 
progressive erosion of resources (both as a response to natural changes in seasonal shifts and as a response to the 
increasing intensity of human interference) will see the frequency and severity of droughts increasing and, as 
Frankenberger notes: ‘this trend exacerbates other underlying factors such as poverty, degraded ecosystems, conflict 
and ineffective governance” (Frankenberger, 2012). 
 
This programme aims to enhance the resilience of households affected by displacement through the strengthening of 
the capacity of vulnerable groups in areas such as Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR), Climate Change Adaptation 
(CCA) and Poverty Reduction (PR).  Learning is a key focus of this project, allowing NRC to further refine its 
definition of resilience through a new model known as ‘Reaching Resilience’ aims at building capacity of vulnerable 
groups.  
 
Taking the UNISDR definition of resilience as its basis, but also with a view to attempting to define resilience as a 
series of characteristic, the Horn of Africa, South Sudan and Yemen (HOASSY) programme has designed its 
Resilience Programming Model (RPM) based on approaches, concepts and frameworks that respond effectively to 
people’s needs from individual, household, community, national and regional level. 
 
The implementation of NRC’s model prioritises community consultation to understanding their livelihood systems, 
needs, history including shocks and mitigation strategies and risk landscapes, early warning systems and response 
mechanisms. Response implementation is based on outputs from community consultation and aim at maximising the 
available resources within projects and communities in order to respond effectively to the needs. This model also 
incorporates learning and knowledge aiming at understanding how to respond to emergencies and ways to increase 
the knowledge base of NRC on resilience programming to better assist targeted communities. 
 
Implicitly this means not only helping people directly with specific interventions that enhance their contingency and 
build resilience, but also by supporting wider development through implementing projects at sufficient scale and 
over a long enough time period to have lasting benefits. 
 
10. Opportunities and challenges of the NRC/BRCiS approach 
 
The (BRCiS) Consortium, which started its operation in November 2013, adopted the above approach, by 
integrating three essential components; Food Security & Livelihood; Shelter and Water, Sanitation and Hygiene 
(WASH). This is considered an innovative approach which offers a series of opportunities: 
 
1. It attempts to define resilience using three main determinants, as identified by Tango and Mercy Corps: the 
participation of women, inter-clan social networks and finally livelihood diversification and independent income 
sources (Mercy Corps, 2013).     
2. It aims to reinforce both the absorptive and adaptive resilience of targeted communities and households, 
since, in contrast to traditional humanitarian programming which responds to needs created by a single shock, the 
Consortium’s approach provides layers of assistance in what is called a contiguum of simultaneous humanitarian 
aid, rehabilitation and development assistance (Perez Armino, 2002);   
3. It tackles the root causes of vulnerability and therefore increases the resilience of both households and 
communities (Heijmans, 2001): by attacking the root causes of vulnerability, this approach, in the long term, reduces 
and limits the impact of shocks and emergencies.  
 
11. The Consortium innovation and added value: scale and duration of the project 
 
The harmonized/integrated Consortium approach is deliberately intended to have a positive impact on the resilience 
of targeted households and communities. As mentioned above, the root causes of vulnerability will be addressed and 
in the longer period the impact of shocks will be reduced, while households and communities will have a greater 
capacity to withstand shocks. In fact, the approach will produce direct impacts (for instance, construction of water 
points), but also long term indirect effects, through the improvement of social capital (to keep the example of water 
points, communities will be able to collectively manage them). Therefore, the Consortium impact does not simply 
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result in the algebraic sum of the single impacts of the five Members, but in itself multiplies the impact on reducing 
the roots of vulnerability and increasing both absorptive and adaptive capacities of households and communities 
 
Learning is a key focus of the programme. While there is much of interest in systems to build resilience at 
community level, there is unfortunately not a lot of rigorous data that shows whether any particular intervention 
works. Working with key humanitarian research agencies the overall goal of the pilot project is to better understand 
the effectiveness of the interventions and generate data to inform future multi-annual programming.  Through the 
learning process, the consortium will also try to provide an important contribution to the definition of resilience at 
community level. If it is too early for suggesting results, it is worthwhile to mention the methodology that will be 
adopted to measure resilience.  
 
A set of targeted indicators have been designed to respond to the notion that resilience can be defined as a set of 
characteristics, delivering value to the ongoing debate of the relevance of resilience and potentially confirming the 
importance of early (pre shock) intervention.  Furthermore the information produced from these indicators will help 
respond to the observations that human rights could provide a framework for understanding the interconnections 
between displacement and resilience. 
 
NRC will build on the lessons from this pilot working the development of a stronger organisational wide approach 
to resilience by linking it to its responses at national and global levels. This work will not only provide stronger 
evidence for key advocacy messages on displacement and resilience but would also point to capacity gaps at the 
national level that need to be addressed in order for community responses to remain sustainable. NRC could 
contribute through the deployment of Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) experts to national authorities and/or UN 
agencies to develop capacities in identified areas of need, e.g. DRR policy development.  
 
12. Closing comments 
 
In order to achieve effective programming and so enhance the aid delivered to vulnerable population’s resilience, to 
be an effective concept, needs to be understood and responded to in a practical and implementable way.  There is a 
need to deconstruct elements from the vast swathes of academic research and to understand the limitations of 
pushing the theory into practice; spatially, temporally, politically, sociologically, financially.  There appear to be 
linkages between human rights and resilience, a not insignificant component to add to the resilience debate and an 
aspect that needs further research.    
 
There is little doubt that the response of NRC as a humanitarian agency to resilience is significant but it still has 
some way to go on the journey to becoming ‘institutionally resilient’.  Viewing resilience in the form of pre-shock 
intervention calls for a change in the way that traditional funding is directed with longer duration intervention and 
longer programme cycles.  If it becomes practical to de-construct resilience into characteristics then perhaps a 
mechanism can be found to ‘mainstream’ resilience into the institutional framework of humanitarian agencies, but 
this needs more work, and more results to inform decisions.  
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